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WORKING WITH THE PLATEAUED EMPLOYEE
JANET BUTLER MUNCH

IBRARY MIDDLE MANAGERS ARE CENTRAL TO THE SUPERVISION, GUIDANCE, AND
support of librarians working in their divisions. They know the strengths and capabilities of those reporting to them and are in the best position to observe their
daily work closely. Inevitably, every middle manager needs to recognize the signs of
plateauing, either in themselves or in those reporting to them. Even for competent,
productive employees, plateauing may take the form of diminished enthusiasm for one's
job, feelings of stagnation-being in a rut with no options-or even frustration with
oneself.
There are only a limited number of positions one can aspire to in the library's upper
hierarchical pyramid. This reality can leave staff with a sense of having nowhere to go.
Even with a mastery of their daily work, librarians performing the same job for several years can grow bored with the routines. Sameness and lack of challenges can sap
one's motivation and zest for work. The resulting plateauing can be a wake-up call that
change or serious reflection is needed. Embracing the plateauing experience gives one
the opportunity to pause, destress, and think about what one wants in one's professional
life and how those decisions would impact one's work/life balance issues. Plateauing is
essentially a stage in one's growth or development, not an endpoint in itself.
In an uncertain economy, it is in the best interest of libraries to invest in their
most valuable resource-the people they employ. Libraries can ill afford to ignore the
challenges of plateauing and necessity of sensitizing supervisors to employees' needs
for continual development and sense of importance to the team. If librarians are to
feel invested and engaged in their positions, then they need to recognize that what
they do is significant. They also should have some autonomy to carry out their duties
successfully.

L

ROLE OF THE MIDDLE MANAGER
Middle managers can do a great deal to mitigate some of the less positive aspects of plateauing of professionals. They interact with upper management and peers who manage
other individual library units. Consequently, they have a broad view of overall library
operations, enabling them to put the work of individuals reporting to them into a wider
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organizational context. Middle managers are the organizational linchpin in communicating the needs and concerns of their library unit upward and in interpreting the
concerns of management back to the unit.
The culture of the individual library unit is strongly
influenced by the supervising middle manager. This individual must be a good professional role model, capable of
inspiring others and charting the goals of the unit. The
middle manager must guard against judging others too
quickly, making assumptions, or marginalizing individual
employees. When it is recognized that all can contribute,
the unit thrives in a climate of inclusion. With the middle
manager's guidance, differing styles can be reconciled
and accommodated ..
Does the middle manager empower employees to do
their jobs or are they demotivated through micromanagement? Librarians want to engage with their work, have
some autonomy, and feel the intrinsic reward of knowing
they are trusted to do their best. Does the middle manager
encourage staff to experiment, take risks, or undertake
new library initiatives? Is their good work appreciated or
given recognition?
The middle manager needs to listen to unit librarians to determine root causes of problems. If the workload is rising in response to lost positions, can employee
frustration be redirected into positive outcomes like job
restructuring or reconsideration of overly ambitious or
less valuable goals? Are there unit or cross-unit projects
that would foster learning, build new skills, tap employee
creativity, or provide individuals with more visibility? If
more training is needed to clear career obstacles, what
possibilities are available within the library or through
cooperating institutions? Can the quality of work life
be improved through options like flextime or telecommuting? Good middle manager supervisors need to know
their organization's resources or be willing to explore
such possibilities with upper administration in the
interest of their employees.
Finally, does the supervising middle manager trivialize
or seriously embrace her role in helping to encourage
employee development? Does the middle manager convey
her availability to meet with or strategize with those
who may be struggling with their plateaued state? Are
employees .encouraged to think through their career goals
and needs?
Other employees may be content in their plateaued
state and be either unwilling or unable to assume new
opportunities because of personal concerns (e.g., eldercare, health) or other commitments (volunteer work).
In reports on the changing nature of the workforce, the
New York-based Families and Work Institute found that
fewer employees are aspiring to positions of responsibility, family and work balance are receiving greater priority, and there is less of a willingness to make the kinds

of sacrifices in personal lives than has been the case in
the past. Employees also object to the stress and negative '
spillover caused by communication technologies, blurring the boundaries between work and nonwork hours
(Knowledge@Wharton 2007). The dilemma for middle
managers will increasingly be this: How will individual
needs for greater work-life balance be validated and
accommodated in the workplace?
Observations for Plateaued Employees

•

Plateaued employees are encouraged to work
with their middle manager supervisors. It is
in the interest of the supervisor and the work
unit to help employees understand their situations and provide support.

•

Employees need to understand that plateauing is hardly an unusual situation and in fact
should be anticipated at one or more points
in one's career. Others have dealt with the
same phenomenon.

•

Plateauing presents an opportunity to stop
and take stock. Stepping away from the
library for a few hours or even a short vacation could put work in perspective and provide time to consider what one wants and
needs.

•

One can remain in a plateaued state-moving
neither backward nor forward-but must ask
whether staying in place and avoiding challenge promotes personal satisfaction.

•

Does desire for security outweigh the possible pain of the plateaued state?

•

One does not have to change jobs to grow
and revitalize one's career. Working smarter
or faster can be a personal challenge with its
own satisfactions.

•

Librarianship requires continual learning and
a curious state of mind. This mandate in itself
can be stimulating, and working with other
energetic, committed professionals can create
a synergistic environment.

•

When the upward climb in the library is no
longer possible or even desired, a lateral
move or assumption of related duties could
provide the opportunity to learn new things
or further develop skills.

•

It takes a certain courage to take on new
challenges, but will anyone die or go bank-
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rupt if you try something new or take a risk
at work?
•

•

Recognize that everything may not go as
desired and there may be disappointments
along the way. By making an effort, though,
you always learn new lessons and grow.
Replace passivity or inertia with positive
action. Read the professional literature. Subscribe to electronic bulletin boards of interest. Be open to diverse experiences, meet and
collaborate with others-even outside librarianship.

•

Adopt a "can-do" attitude. Move out of your
comfort zone. Volunteer for committee work,
take a leadership position, make a presentation, write a grant, prepare a manuscript for
submission.

•

Join a professional association. Attend conferences. Get to know other colleagues and
visit their libraries.

•

Marrying the job or defining yourself in terms
of your work is unhealthy. You are a lot more
than your job.

•

Supportive family, friends, and outside
interests bring balance to one's life and help
promote personal resilience in the work
environment.

•

Ultimately, every employee must define what
success means to them and take responsibility for their own attitudes and career development.

WHEN TO MOVE ON
Sometimes people who think they have plateaued are
simply in the wrong job. Life conditions may force them
to stay in place. It is not easy to pick up and move when
children are still in school, elderly parents need care,
the housing market is weak, or one has strong community ties. Moving to a new locale, where one has no
friends or family, can be a frightening prospect for many.
For others, personal situations may allow greater flexibility, and the opportunity to move on may be irresistible. Before changing positions, however, it could be
helpful to talk with one's supervisor and clarify options.
Nevertheless, it is the employee who must squarely confront the hard questions:

•

Is your current job the wrong fit for you?

•

Do you feel out of sync with your current
library's culture or mission?

•

Are there insufficient opportunities to use
your skill set where you are?

•

Are you unhappy and no longer want to work
where you are now?

CONCLUSIONS
Whether one is still relatively new to librarianship or
has been a practitioner in the field for many years, it is
important to remain adaptable to change and open to
learning. Just as libraries are constantly evolving, librarians must continuously redefine themselves to meet the
needs of their users and their own career goals. Plateaued
employees choose their attitudes toward work and need
to make constructive, self-enhancing decisions if they are
to feel fulfilled and retain possibilities for mobility. They
need to be willing to stretch and rediscover a sense of
commitment to their work, even if it means assuming different responsibilities or changing positions.
It may take time to arrive at decisions on how to proceed, but a balanced work and personal life can help
plateaued librarians put their situation into context.
Discussions with the middle manager and other colleagues can help plateaued employees remember why
they entered our service profession in the first place.
Librarians need to think about the many ways their work
touches the lives of users. They may not always be aware
of the extent of their influence or learn the direct impact
of their work. Librarians can find intrinsic satisfaction
in helping people address their immediate information
needs and knowing their efforts promote lifelong learning
and facilitate engagement with community resources.
Successful human interactions with patrons remotivate
librarians to give the best of themselves as they represent
their libraries. Self-realization of the value of their service to others ultimately drives librarians' commitment to
their work and profession.
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